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LIII. — Observations on the Great Seal of the Farn Islands, 
showing it to be the Halichaerus griseus, Nilss ., and not the 
Phoca barbata. By P. J. Selby, Esq., F.L.S., &c., &c. 

The Rev. L. Jenyns, in his valuable c Manual of British Ver- 
tebrate Animals/ and Mr. Bell, in his History of British Qua- 
drupeds/ having quoted my name as an authority for the 
occurrence of the Phoca barbata upon the coast of Northum- 
berland, I consider it incumbent upon me, now that I feel 
satisfied of having mistaken the species, to make known, 
through the medium of the Annals/ that the Seal, which I 
had supposed to be the Phoca barbata , proves upon further 
investigation to belong to a different generic division of the 
group, and is the Halichaerus griseus of Nilsson, and of Bell’s 
6 British Quadrupeds/ At the time my notice of the Great 
Seal inhabiting the immediate vicinity of the Farn Islands 
first appeared, and which is to be found in the concluding 
paragraph of a descriptive Catalogue of the Birds that inhabit 
and breed upon that group of islands, published in 1826, in 
the second volume of the * Zoological Journal/ the natural 
history of this curious but interesting group of Mammals had 
been but little attended to by any of our own naturalists, and 
in consequence the species inhabiting our coasts were imper- 
fectly known and ill-defined, the Seals of a smaller size going 
under the title of Phoca vitulina , and the larger under the ge- 
neral name of the Great Seal. 

At this period the generic divisions of the group were only 
beginning to undergo that necessary revision which a more 
intimate knowledge of the peculiar characters of the species 
required, and which has been so ably effected by the labours 
of Baron Cuvier, his brother M. F. Cuvier, and Professor 
Nilsson of Lund. The characters of the genus Halichaerus 
were consequently at that time unknown to me ; and not being 
in possession of the crania of any other species of Seals, except 
that of P. vitulina , wherewith to compare that of the Farn 
Island species, I concluded, from the great size of the latter, 
together with Pennant’s notice of the “ Great Seal” sometimes 
met with at the Orkneys, and considered by subsequent writers 
as the P. barbata, and again, from the Farn animal agreeing 
with the specimen deposited in the British Museum, and long 
considered as the P. barbata, that it belonged to the same 
species ; and as such it was accordingly named in the short 
notice to which I have referred. My attention was, however, 
again directed to this animal, in consequence of what took 
place at the Meeting of the British Association held at Bris- 
tol, where Professor Nilsson, who was present, identified the 
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crania of certain Seals killed upon the Irish coast, and exhi- 
bited by Mr. Ball as those of Halich(Brus griseus ; and the same 
learned naturalist afterwards pronounced the specimen al- 
ready referred to in the British Museum as also belonging 
to that animal. From Mr. Ball himself, at a subsequent 
Meeting at Liverpool, I received the outlines of the crania 
and dental formulae of several British Seals, including those 
of the adult and young Halichcerus griseus , in order that I 
might compare them with the skulls of any Seals I might 
meet with upon the eastern coast, and particularly with that 
of the Great Seal of the Farn Islands. No opportunity, how- 
ever, of doing so occurred for two seasons ; and it was not 
until the last summer (when a full-grown animal of the Farn 
species, was taken a few miles to the north of these islands, and 
fortunately sent to the Kelso Museum) that its station vras 
correctly ascertained, as, upon dissection by Dr. F. Douglas, 
it was found to agree in every essential character with the 
Halicharus griseus , Nills., as described in Belks c British 
Quadrupeds/ Since then, or within the last two months, in 
consequence of having requested the person who at present 
rents these islands to send me the heads of any Seals he might 
be fortunate enough to kill, at the usual time of his visiting the 
island to which they retire to calve, (which they do about the 
10th or 15th of November,) I have had an opportunity of exa- 
mining three heads, which I received in a fresh state about 
six weeks ago, one being that of an adult female, the other 
two belonging to younger animals, all of which upon exami- 
nation proved to belong to Halichcerus griseus , agreeing in 
every essential character with Mr. BelPs description of that 
animal, and with the drawings given me by Mr. Ball; and as 
no other species of Seal has hitherto been recognised or met 
with by those who for a long series of years have been in the 
habit of seeing and taking these animals in this particular lo- 
cality, I have now scarcely a doubt but that the whole of the 
colony that has so long inhabited the Farn Islands belongs to 
this species. 

I shall conclude this notice with a few observations on the 
habits and oeconomy of these animals, gleaned not only from 
the frequent visits 1 have myself made to the Farn Islands, 
but also from the long experience of a respectable individual, 
now upwards of eighty years of age, who succeeded his father, 
and continued to rent these islands till within the last eight 
or ten years. From his account it appears that these Seals 
were much more abundant some forty or fifty years ago than 
they are now, which he partly attributes to the great destruc- 
tion he himself committed among them (having been a first- 
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rate Seal-hunter), and to the annoyance they have since been 
subjected to by the erection of the present outer lighthouse, 
which is built upon an island to which they were in the habit 
of retiring to rest during the recess of the tide. 

In the year 1772, this old gentleman informs me that he 
killed seventy-two young seals, all of this species, and once also 
killed fourteen old ones, in one day, upon the Crimston Rock, 
the small island upon which they mostly calve, an event that 
takes place, as I have previously observed, in the month of No- 
vember ; and as the rutting season begins about the last week 
in February or first week in March, it would appear that 
the period of gestation of the Halichcerus griseus is about 
eight and a half or nine months. The young when first calved 
are nearly three feet in length, and grow very rapidly till they 
quit the rock and are able to follow their dams to the water, 
which is generally about a fortnight after birth ; when first 
calved they are covered with a longish soft woolly hair, of a 
yellowish white or cream-colour, which gives place before 
they quit the rock to a shorter hair of a grisly hue. If an op- 
portunity offers, the young are sometimes tethered by a rope 
and kept upon the rock a week or two beyond the usual time, 
in order to get them of as large a size and as fat as possible 
before they are slaughtered ; but this must not be persisted in 
too long, otherwise the dams are apt to forsake or refuse to 
come ashore to suckle them at the stated times of tide. The 
food of the Halichcerus consists entirely of fish, not restricted, 
it is supposed, to any particular species, though they show a 
great predilection for the Cyclostoma lumpus (Lump-sucker), 
particularly to the female, which there goes by the name of the 
Hush. These fish resort in great numbers, towards spring and 
the early summer months, to the Farn Islands to cast their 
spawn ; and when visiting the islands at this season I have 
seen the skins of these fish, divested of their contents, floating 
about in great numbers. When full grown, the male or Bull 
Seals attain a length of upwards of eight feet : one of the 
largest ever killed by Mr. Blacket, the old gentleman I have 
alluded to, measured nine feet in length, and seven and a half 
feet in girth immediately behind the flippers ; it weighed up- 
wards of forty-seven stone, of fourteen pounds to the stone, 
and produced twenty gallons of excellent oil. The proportion 
of this valuable product, however, depends more on the con- 
dition than the size of the animal. The females are inferior 
in size to the males, and are readily known by their lighter 
colour, being usually of a grisly white, rarely piebald, whereas 
the Bulls appear of a deep gray or nearly black. They swim 
with great strength and rapidity, and are frequently submerged 
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for two or three minutes, during which they make great pro- 
gress, and re-appear many gunshots distant from the place 
where they went down, and they seem to delight and sport 
in the rapid and heavy currents which exist among the Islands. 
They show great curiosity in gazing at anything strange, and 
will remain stationary for minutes together, with the head and 
neck out of the water, staring at a boatman or any other ob- 
ject that attracts their attention. This curiosity, in parts where 
they were not often disturbed, procured me frequent shots with 
the rifle ; for when I observed them basking upon the rocks, 
twenty or thirty in a herd, during the ebb of tide, I used to 
land at some distance and make all haste to the point where 
they were assembled ; and though I might not get within shot 
before they took to the sea, I was sure of some of them re-ap- 
pearing quite within distance after their first plunge into the 
water. In this way I have killed several, but never had the 
good luck to secure the carcass ; for even though some of them 
floated a short time after death, which, however, is rarely the 
case, they were certain to be swept away and buried in the 
heavy stream which runs past the point I have mentioned, 
and where the Seals were generally assembled, before the boat 
could come round and reach them. I recollect on one of my 
visits killing a large animal in a quiet bay, by a shot through 
the neck, which, after a few struggles upon the surface, and 
tinging the water with its blood, began to sink, and before we 
could reach the spot with the boat, had descended just beyond 
the reach of our oars ; and we had the chagrin of seeing it set- 
tle quietly down to a, depth of about thirty feet into a forest 
of sea-weed below, without any tackling or apparatus in the 
boat wherewith to raise it to the surface. 

The Great Seal seldom wanders to any great distance from 
the Farn Islands, as it is only seen occasionally as far north 
as Berwick Bay, and off Dunstanborough and Coquet Island 
to the south. It also seems jealous of the presence of any 
other species within its peculiar precincts, as the Common 
Seal, Phoca vitulina y is scarcely ever seen within its territory, 
though small herds frequent the coast of the main land nearly 
opposite, upon the bar of Budle Bay, and at Holy Island. 
This species used formerly to be very abundant at the latter 
place, but fire-arms and other modes of destruction have 
greatly reduced its numbers and driven it from its former 
haunts. This species produces its young in the month of 
August. 

1 have never met with any other species of Seal upon this 
coast, nor have I heard of any other having been observed. 

Ann . §• Mag. N. Hist. Vol. vi. 2 h 
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haunts. This species produces its young in the month of 
August. 

1 have never met with any other species of Seal upon this 
coast, nor have I heard of any other having been observed. 
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4GG The Lepidosiren : a Fish ? or a Reptile ? 

The slight attention, however, that has hitherto been be- 
stowed upon these animals, and the difficulty of capturing 
them, renders it not improbable that other species may exist. 
Still it seems very doubtful whether the true Phoca barbata 
has ever yet been found upon the British shores. 


LIV. — On the natural affinities of the Lepidosiren; and on 
the differing opinions of Mr. Owen and M. BischofF with 
regard to them . By M. Milne Edwards*. 

When Zoology is only studied in systematic works, it is often 
supposed that each class, each family and each genus, pre- 
sent to us boundaries precisely defined, and that there can be 
no uncertainty as to the place to be assigned in a natural 
classification to every animal, the organization of which is 
sufficiently known ; but when we study this science from na- 
ture herself, we are soon convinced of the contrary, and we 
sometimes see the transition from one plan of structure to an 
entirely different scheme of organization take place by de- 
grees so completely shaded one into the other, that it be- 
comes very difficult to trace the line of demarcation between 
the groups thus connected. The inferior animals present 
many examples of such gradations ; and now comes the Le- 
pidosiren to unite, in the same manner, two classes of verte- 
brate animals, which, till now, had been supposed to be sepa- 
rated by perfectly clear limits. We have, in fact, seen that 
in certain respects this singular animal resembles Fish, whilst, 
by other characters equally drawn from its organization, it 
does not differ from Reptiles. 

This mixture of the ichthyological type and of the herpe- 
tological type is indeed so complete, that the two naturalists 
who have best studied the structure of the Lepidosiren dis- 
agree as to the intimate nature of this animal. In one of our 
preceding numbers our readers have seen the analysis of Mr. 
Oweffs labours, and the reasons which induced this skilful 
anatomist to believe that the Lepidosiren was to be regarded 
as a Fishf; whilst from another equally accurate investiga- 
tion by M. BischofF, a translation of which J has been given 
jn the Annales des Sciences Naturelles, the author draws the 

* From Annales des Sciences Naturelles for Sept. 1840. Zool. p. 159. 

See Annales des Sciences Naturelles, 2me S6rie, tome x. p. 371. 

Mr. Owen's Memoir on the Organization of the Lepidosiren annectens 
makes a part of the 18th volume of the Transactions of the Linnsean Society 
of London. For an abstract of this paper, read April 2, 1839, see Annals 
of Natural History, vol. iii. p. 265. 

J From a Memoir published at Leipzig in 1840, in 4to. 
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